Horace Odes 2.7 and the Literary Tradition (?) of Rhipsaspia

According to most commentaries (e.g. Nisbet and Hubbard 1973, Quinn 1980, Garrison 1991), Horace’s description of his lost shield in Odes 2.7.10 (relicta non bene parmula) owes much to precedents in Archaic Greek lyric poetry: Archilochus, Alcaeus, and Anacreon are alleged to have performed the same action, all with a tone of indifference.  I will argue, however, that 1) the very existence of a tradition of rhipsaspia is far more conjectural than most scholars admit, and that 2) the assumption of a similar tone in each case is a shaky one.  By reexamining the available evidence, I will show not only that the apparent scholarly consensus on Greek poetic rhipsaspia is largely unfounded, but also that Horace’s adaptation of the motif is more complex than the commentaries imply. 
The earliest example of poetic shield abandonment is a relatively well-attested fragment from Archilochus:  ἀσπίδι μὲν Σαΐων τις ἀγάλλεται, ἣν παρὰ θάμνωι, / ἔντος ἀμώμητον, κάλλιπον οὐκ ἐθέλων· / αὐτὸν δ' ἐξεσάωσα. τί μοι μέλει ἀσπὶς ἐκείνη; / ἐρρέτω· ἐξαῦτις κτήσομαι οὐ κακίω (fr. 5 West).  For Alcaeus, the testimony of Herodotus (5.95) is sufficient to establish that he described such an experience in verse, but the only fragment of the song itself is a garbled quotation in Strabo that may even be a later interpolation (13.1.38):  Ἄλκαος σάος †αροι ἐνθαδ' οὐκυτὸν ἁληκτορὶν† ἐς Γλαυκώπιον ἶρον ὀνεκρέμασσαν Ἄττικοι (fr. 428 LP).  Anacreon mentions shield abandonment as well, but with no hint as to whose behavior is being described:  ἀσπίδα ῥίψας ποταμοῦ καλλιρόου παρ᾿ ὄχθας (fr. 381b Campbell = 85 Gentili).  
There are two significant problems in the way scholars handle this evidence.  The first is that Anacreon is too often used to establish a “tradition” of poetic rhipsaspia, when in fact fr. 381b does not on its own strength demonstrate that it was Anacreon who claimed to abandon his shield.  While some scholars freely admit the fragility of this evidence, Anacreon’s use of the motif appears to be generally agreed upon, and this assumption can lead to such dangerous and misleading statements as, “Poets, however, were always leaving their shields in battle” (Quinn 1980).  The second (an extension of the first) is a common generalization that the assumed literary triad of shield-throwers all used the same tone in describing their misadventure.  Take, for example, Nisbet and Hubbard’s (1978) claim that “several Greek poets mentioned the loss of their shields with self-conscious insouciance.”  For Archilochus we may perhaps use such terminology, but the evidence for Alcaeus is hardly enough to speak securely of his tone, and even if there were some marker of flippancy in Anacreon—there is not—we could not know for sure if he was describing his own experience anyway.  

Such overgeneralization not only glosses over potentially significant differences in tone and persona in the Greek examples, but also distorts our understanding of what Horace has done with the motif.  By assuming a tradition of “self-conscious insouciance,” scholars imply that poetic rhipsaspia is monolithic and that Horace has simply followed the crowd, when in fact he appears to have reworked the image in original ways.  Specifically, Horace adopts a tone of self-deprecation (as often in his poetry) that is not evident in his Greek predecessors—especially in Alcaeus and Anacreon, whose attitudes toward shield abandonment cannot be securely known, but also in Archilochus, whose tone is one of defiance and not self-abasement.  Further, unlike his predecessors, Horace admits to fighting the “wrong” enemy at Philippi, such that the image of rhipsaspia becomes more complex:  is the shame of fleeing in battle mitigated by the fact that he “correctly” refused to continue the fight against Octavian?  Thus, while Horace certainly nods to his Greek literary predecessors in Odes 2.7, our understanding of his own rhipsaspia has been skewed by unquestioned assumptions about the Greek “tradition,” and there is need for reevaluation.     
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